It's nice here at the table in the kitchen in the morning, Sitting with our coffee and talking 'bout our kids Did you ever dream of wheelchairs when you thought of having children I know most parents worry, and I guess I sorta did… "Connections" by Tom Hunter

A Parent to Parent Match-Connie's and Laura's Story-Making the Connection
Laura and Connie sit at the kitchen table, talking and laughing as good friends do when they share time together. They speak about new movies they've seen, work projects, family adventures, and the ups and downs of everyday life. Laura agrees to take care of Connie's daughter Katy while Connie goes to some garage sales, and Connie brings the jeans she has altered for Laura's daughter. They plan activities for their two families, and there will be many in the weeks and months to come.
Laura's and Connie's friendship began as a Parent to Parent match on behalf of their daughters Anna and Katy. Anna, 5, has cerebral palsy and is visually impaired; Katy, 4, has Moebius syndrome, a rare genetic disorder characterized by facial paralysis and visual impairments and one that often affects gross and fine motor skills as well. Both girls were born prematurely and now use walkers. Without a Parent to Parent program in their community, Laura and Connie most likely would not have found each other. Their Parent to Parent match has made a world of difference in the lives of these two families.
What is Parent to Parent Support?
Parent to Parent programs help parents who have children with special needs find each other and to become reliable allies for each other. When parents who have an infant with a disability are asked who they would like to talk to for support, they most often mention another parent who shares their disability experiences (Boukydis, 1984) . Yet parents of children with special needs are often isolated from the mainstreams of family and community life, so finding another parent with a similar set of circumstances is difficult (Dunst, Trivette, & Cross, 1986; Kazak & Marvin, 1984) . Parent to Parent programs provide an opportunity for parents who have children with special needs to connect with and support each other. This opportunity is created when the Parent to Parent program carefully matches a trained, experienced veteran parent in a one-to-one relationship with a parent newly referred to the program. Because the two parents share so many common disability and family experiences, an immediacy of understanding is typically present in the match. This makes the emotional and informational support from the veteran parent all the more meaningful. For some parents, the more intimate, individualized support that is a natural part of a Parent to Parent match best meets their emotional and informational needs.
Parent to Parent programs have been providing the one-to-one matched experience to parents for 25 years. The first Parent to Parent program, Pilot Parents, was launched in 1971 in Omaha, NE, by a parent of a young child with Down syndrome (Iscoe & Bordelon, 1985) .
Collaborating with two professionals, she developed a model for (a) handling referrals and making matches; (b) recruiting, screening, and training veteran parents; and (c) providing follow-up support to each match. Soon the Pilot Parents program in Omaha was providing training and technical assistance to other parents and professionals who wished to replicate the Pilot Parents model in their home communities. In some states, a statewide Parent to Parent program emerged to support the efforts of developing local programs in the state (Arizona, Florida, Georgia, New Hampshire, New Mexico, North Carolina, South Carolina, Virginia, Vermont, and Washington are some of the states that launched statewide programs in the 1980s. Today, over 500 active local and 25 statewide Parent to Parent programs provide the one-to-one matched opportunity to over 35,000 parents nationally (Santelli, Turnbull, Lerner, & Marquis, 1993 Because Laura and Connie both have daughters who have similar disabilities and who are about the same age, they share many common joys and challenges. Because Laura has had a bit more experience than Connie at parenting a child with a disability and Laura has had some special training in how to serve as an effective veteran parent, she is able to offer informational support to Connie in a very comfortable way.
Laura and Connie both have girls who because of their disabilities use walkers. Anna has been using a walker for a number of years, while Katy is just now getting her walker. Laura shares lots of creative tips about life with walkers: the importance of trying several different models of walkers before purchasing one; using brightly colored bicycle handles and holiday lights to make the walker more appealing to not only Anna and Katy, but also their peers; and hanging a small canvas bag on the walker to allow the girls to carry supplies at school. These are tips that only a parent who has been there can know.
These are all examples of informational support that Laura as a veteran parent offers to Connie.
A Parent to Parent MatchConnie's and L aura's StoryEmotional Support
When Katy was born she was immediately transferred to the neonatal intensive care unit. Connie was filled with many powerful emotions-fear, confusion, sorrow, guilt, anger-as she sat by the isolette, barely able to see her d aughter through all of the technological equipment that kept her alive. Her husband and parents were just as apprehensive about the future and needed the same kind of emotional support for which Connie yearned. Connie knew that she would find it helpful to talk with another parent who had been through a similar experience and she knew such parents were out there, but she didn't know how to find them. 
Parent to Parent-A Validated National Resource for Parents
Professionals or parents can provide parent support, in either a group or individual setting. Many parents find that a support group opportunity with several parents coming together at regularly scheduled times for mutual support meets their needs. Professionals or parents facilitate these support groups. For some families, the one-to-one support of a professional (e.g. counselor, social worker, religious leader) best meets their needs. As a uniquely meaningful and innovative approach to parent support, Parent to Parent support rounds out the continuum of support options for parents by providing one-to-one support delivered by parents for parents.
Parent to Parent programs have always been grassroots efforts, generally beginning as small community-based programs energized and directed by the parents who believe in the importance of oneto-one, Parent to Parent support. Because Parent to Parent programs are sometimes not highly visible outside of their home communities, for many years the number and location of Parent to Parent programs was unknown. Parents who were interested in finding out more about Parent to Parent support as a national resource for families asked the Beach Center on Families and Disability at The University of Kansas to conduct a national survey of Parent to Parent programs. The purpose of the survey was to collect descriptive information about the location, administrative structure, and program components of Parent to Parent programs as well as to learn from the parents themselves about their experiences.
Consistent with the procedures of participatory action research, a national advisory board of leaders in Parent to Parent support consulted with the Beach Center researchers to design the survey and build a mailing list of local and statewide Parent to Parent programs.
Three mail survey protocols were developed in accordance with many of the mail survey guidelines suggested by Dillman (1978) : (a) a survey for program administrators, (b) a survey for referred parents, and (c) a survey for veteran parents. A national study to determine the effectiveness of Parent to Parent support for the referred parents, directed by Dr. George Singer and implemented by a consortium team of parents and researchers in five states, was completed in July 1996 (Singer et al., 1996) . A parent-researcher team in each of the five states recruited a total of over 350 parents who have a child with special needs and who had never been in a Parent to Parent match. These referred parents completed a set of questionnaires before, during, and after their matches that yielded quantitative data about the impact of the Parent to Parent match on their level of acceptance, empowerment, coping, social support, and sense of having a reliable ally. Telephone interviews were conducted with a random sample of referred parents to collect qualitative data about heir matched experience and its impact. The specific findings are reported i n a forthcoming article. Briefly, the data indicate the following:
• Parent to Parent support increases parents' sense of being able to cope.
• Parent to Parent support increases parents' acceptance of their situation.
• Parent to Parent helps parents make progress on the need they present when they first contact a Parent to Parent program.
• Over 80% of parents find Parent to Parent support to be helpful.
• There is a strong relationship between the number of contacts a parent has with a veteran parent and how helpful the parent finds Parent to Parent support to be. Additional research is needed and is being planned to determine the impact of the Parent to Parent experience for veteran parents.
Parent to Parent-A National Resource for Early Intervention Professionals
Early intervention professionals can both benefit from and contribute to the development of Parent to Parent programs. As natural allies for early intervention professionals who may want to be more responsive to family preferences but find thems elves hindered by their own realities of time and their lack of personal experiences, Parent to Parent programs provide the important support that parents most request. A service provider speaks about the value of Parent to Parent for professionals:
When Contact the Beach Center to learn more about training manuals available from many existing Parent to Parent programs.
Developing a Parent to Parent Program
• Establishing the referral and matching system.
• Select a local referral telephone number to publish and distribute to all potential referral sources. Ideally, the person responding to incoming calls should be a parent of a child with special needs, but an answering machine will ensure that all calls are received.
• Make matches on as many similar factors as possible, because the more the parents have in common, the easier it is for them to empathize with each other.
• Once an appropriate match has been determined, contact the veteran parent to be sure that he or she is ready to support another parent in a m atch. Once the match is made, the veteran parent makes every effort to contact the referred parent within 24-48 hours of the time the referral came into the program.
• As the match evolves, offer veteran parents follow-up support either by telephone or in person.
• Establish an orderly, easily accessible system for documenting matches. Connections, a collection of songs that are both comforting and energizing about families and disability.
National Resources for Parent to Parent
For additional information about these products and other resources in Parent to Parent support, please contact:
The 
